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“The qualities that are nost inportant in all mlitary
jobs—things like integrity, noral courage, and
det erm nati on-have nothing to do with gender.”

— Maj or Rhonda Cornum Desert Storm POW survivor



The new “rul e” and “definition” of combat announced on January 13,
1994 read as foll ows:

A. Rule. Service nmenbers are eligible to be assigned to all
positions for which they are qualified, except that wonmen shall be
excl uded from assignment to units bel ow the brigade | evel whose
primary mission is to engage in direct conbat on the ground, as
defined bel ow

B. Definition. Direct ground combat is engaging an enemy on the
ground with individual or crew served weapons, while being exposed
to hostile fire and to a high probability of direct physical
contact with the hostile force"s personnel. Direct ground combat
takes place well forward on the battlefield while locating and
closing with the enemy to defeat them by fire, maneuver, or shock
effect. (CVR Report, April 2003)

Unfortunately this regulation does not reflect reality.
Despite public opinion, the Departnment of Defense (DoD)
regul ati ons should be changed to reflect the current
situation: wonmen in specialties such as mlitary police,
conbat engi neers and fighter/helicopter pilots can be, and
are now, placed in “direct physical contact with the
hostile force' s personnel.”?

When news of the ambush that killed Private First
Class Lori Piestewa and captured Private First d ass
Jessica Lynch and Speci alist Shoshana Johnson, was made
public in the United States, there was a sense of shock,
outrage, and fear. These three wonmen were all nenbers of
the 507'" Army Mai ntenance Conpany, which was conprised of
clerks, repairnen, and cooks.? The eyes of the public were
opened to the fact that wonen in Anerica’'s mlitary can now
be placed in conbat situations regardless of their

specialty. So, although it goes against the regul ati ons,



t oday’ s non-conti guous battl espace, conbined with the type
of guerilla and maneuver warfare that is being conducted,
wonen in Irag and Afghani stan are finding thenselves in

conbat .

History

Since the inception of the 1994 Departnent of Defense
policy which provided an updated definition of direct
ground conbat and elimnated the R sk Rul e, several
speci alties have been opened to wonen and many billets that
wer e unavail able to wonen in previously open specialties,
were made available.® The now obsol ete Ri sk Rul e reads as
fol | ows:
“[R]isks of direct combat, exposure to hostile fire, or
capture are proper criteria for closing non-combat
positions or units to women, when the type, degree, and
duration of such risk[s] are equal to or greater than the
combat units with which they are normally associated within

a given theater of operations.”

The purpose of the Risk
Rule was to all ow wonen to volunteer to serve in the
mlitary without fear of being “forced to serve in units
operating in or near the front lines”.®

During the first Gulf War, nore than forty thousand

wonen served in theater and the Anerican public realized



that many of them were serving closer to the front |ines
than in any of our previous wars.® Although the Risk Rule
still existed at that tine, the circunstances of the war
were different than expected, exposing nany wonen to conbat
areas. According to retired Lieutenant General Carol
Mutter, “They found out that even with wonmen in the rear
(supply units), wonen were still at risk, so the rule was
no |l onger relevant or viable.so policies really had to

change.”’

Wien the Risk Rule was elimnated, nore than
250, 000 positions becanme available to wonen in the

mlitary.?®

Current Status

Wnen can now comand conbat mlitary police
conpani es, serve as conbat engineers (still limted to the
support side), fly conbat m ssions as pilots of fighter
jets and helicopters, and nore. Currently there are over
212,000 wonen serving on active duty and represent
approximately fifteen percent of the forces.® Mny of them
have served, or are serving, in Iraq and Afghani stan
al ongside their brother servicemen in crucial conbat
service support, aviation support, and conbat aviation
billets. |If necessary, female chem cal specialists go to

contam nated areas and femal e helicopter pilots land in



conbat areas to drop off or evacuate infantry troops during

O Wthout these wonen vol unteers, the arned

assaults.?!
forces would be suffering as there is an ongoi ng enlistnent
shortage. The military is unable to recruit enough
qualified nen to staff an all-volunteer force.?!

As of Decenber 2004, the United States (U.S.) Arny was
accused of violating the ban on wonen in |and conbat. The
US. Arny argued that if it were forced to keep forward
support conpani es, which support the units of action, all-
mal e, then there would not be enough soldiers to supply the
demand. > The U.S. Arnmy’s Chief of Staff, General
Schoonmaker, has “redesi gned the basic conbat brigade into
self-contained units of action that train and deploy wth
their support teans..including a Forward Support Conpany”,
many of which are m xed-sex.®® The U.S. Arnmy concedes t hat
they would be violating the current ban on coll ocating
worren and that they would be required to notify Congress.
According to the Pentagon, the ban has been maintained for
two reasons: one, wonen do not possess the necessary upper
body strength for |and conbat situations and secondly,
surveys show that nost fenale soldiers have no desire to
change the policy.'™ The outcone of this situation will be
deternmined in the | essons learned fromthe 3¢ Infantry, who

are depl oying in January 2005. '°



During Operation Iraqi Freedom |, First Lieutenant
Adrien Thom USMC, a conbat engi neer, had the experience of
| eadi ng a pl atoon of Marines into the front |ines.?’

Li eut enant Thom and her platoon had to travel together with
ground conbat divisions; although that was agai nst Marine
Cor ps and DoD regul ati ons..”her commander told her to go
ahead, as she was just as capable as any man”.!® While the
experience was harrowing and there were frequent fire
fights between the Iraqgi insurgents and the conbat Mari nes
wi th whom she lived, Lieutenant Thomreflects positively
upon the experience since her commander gave her the

opportunity to serve on the front |ines.?®

Capabilities
Serving in Qperation Iraqgi FreedomlIl, Captain Kara
Lecker, U S. Marine Corps, a conbat engineer, served as the

° This conpany was in a

Bri dge Conpany B Executive Oficer.?
uni que situation, in that they were attached to the Milti -
Nati onal Corps lrag, but served under the 420'" Arny

Engi neer Brigade.? During her tenure in Iraq, her conpany
was exposed to IED's and indirect fire, but no small arns
fire.? Being one of two fenales, the other a Lance Cor poral

conbat engineer, in a unit of 138 Marines, Captain Lecker

felt that they were treated as equal s and both went out on



m ssions as did their male counterparts.? \Wen asked if
she thought that wonen’s roles in the mlitary have gone
too far, she stated that, “gender is never a question; once
in theater, the ones who cannot handle [the pressure] are

weeded out ..al e or female.”?

Recommended Policy

The DoD “rule”, “Service nenbers are eligible to be
assigned to all positions for which they are qualifi ed,
except that wonmen shall be excluded from assignnment to
units below the brigade | evel whose primary nmission is to
engage in direct conbat on the ground”, should be anended. ?
That is not to say that all occupational specialties should
suddenly be open to wonmen as prinmary occupations. However,
there are occasions, such as Qperations lraqi Freedom and
Enduring Freedom in which it is necessary for wonen to
support the conmbat arns troops fromlocations that are
either on the front line or incredibly close to it. These
situations clearly violate the current DoD rule. As stated
earlier regarding the U S. Arny’'s m xed-sex forward support
conpanies in lragq, wonen are serving at the battalion |evel
and lower. Wile in Irag, Captain Lecker saw fell ow wonen
Mari nes manni ng weapons and out in convoys; she feels that

t he nost dangerous place to be in lraqg is in a convoy, Yyet



arguably many of the Marine Corps’ drivers are wonen. 2°
Therefore, either the DoD needs to re-word the exception
policy, or wonmen need to be renoved fromthese situations.
The latter is an inpossibility based on today’'s mlitary
organi zation and strategy of utilizing maneuver warfare. A
recommendation for re-wording of the rule is: Service
menbers are eligible to be assigned to all positions for
which they are qualified, except that wonmen shall be

excl uded from permanent assignnment to ground units bel ow
the brigade | evel whose primary mssion is to engage in

di rect conmbat on the ground.

By changing a couple of words, the billets wonen are
currently, and tenporarily, filling in Irag and Afghani stan
that are putting themin direct contact with the eneny
woul d no | onger be deened illegal. A good exanple is that
the forward support conpani es would be able to conduct
their mssions with the units of action because it would

not be consi dered permanent.

Problems Associated With Formalizing Policy
The greatest problemassociated with formalizing a
change in policy is the reaction of the Anerican public.
An i mrense concern is how Anericans will respond if a

consi derabl e number of wormen are killed in Iraq.?’ As



El ai ne Donnelly, chairman of the Center for Mlitary

Readi ness stated, “W would have to desensitize the entire
nation to viol ence agai nst wonen. Endorsenent of wonen in
conbat neans an endor senent of viol ence agai nst wonen at

t he hands of the eneny.”?® As of June 2004, twenty-two
wonen have been killed in Iraq, sixteen of whomdied in
conbat (gunshots, explosions or other attacks).?® That is
nearly double the nunber killed in the first Qulf War;
thirteen female fatalities fromcrashes, mnes, or mssile
attacks.3 As of yet, there has not been a backl ash from
the American public. The deaths of those wonmen have been
reported in the sane manner as the deaths of the nen, which
is the way that nost wonen in the mlitary would prefer.
Wnen want to be treated as equals both in life and in
deat h.

The nost wi dely publicized femal e deaths since the war
on terror began have been those of Arny Private First O ass
Piestewa in the opening days of Operation Iragi Freedom and
that of Marine Sergeant Jeannette L. Wnters, killed when
the C 130 tanker plane of which she was a crew nenber,
crashed into a nountain in Pakistan.* Private First C ass
Piestewa was the first fermale Native American ever to die
inwar in a foreign land.* Sergeant Wnters was the first

female mlitary casualty in Operation Enduring Freedom 33



The reason for the posthunous notoriety appears to be due
to the fact that they were the first femal es of a
particul ar operation or a particular race, to be killed.
The sane accl ai m has been granted to nen who have faced

t hese situations. However, wonen are a mnority in the
mlitary, automatically attracting nore attention fromthe

Ameri can public and therefore the nedia.

Conclusion
For the past three years, nost of the American public
has supported the young nmen and wonen of the Arned Forces
as they have packed up and gone to war. In that tine at
| east twenty-two wonen have di ed honorably serving their

country. 3*

Al t hough the public may not approve of the

deat hs of their young woren, they do not question why wonen
are there when they believe in the cause for which these
wonen sol diers, sailors, airmen, and Marines are fighting.?®
So far, that has been the case. The wonen serving in
today’s mlitary know the risks and are proud to serve
their country. They have been trained in the sane manner
as their male counterparts and are capabl e of acconpli shing
the mssion. It is time for the Departnent of Defense to

t ake another |l ook at the rule and definition of conbat,

changing the definition to allow for wonen to tenporarily



fill billets that may put themin direct contact with the
eneny. This wll not be a change fromwhat the current
actions that wonen are performng, sinply a change in
wording to permt these wonen to do their jobs. It is tine
for a change. Not a drastic one, but one that fits the
current situation and the commendabl e actions that are

bei ng taken by today’s mlitary wonen.
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